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Introduction

Vatican City (Agenzia Fides) -  If every twenty five seconds in Europe there is an abortion, and abortion kills more than heart diseases, roads accidents and suicides; if in Europe, the natural population growth is a little more than 1.1%; if the number of divorces in the past 15 years has increased by 50% , involving 21 million children, someone, somewhere must be responsible. 

This situation is the result, the product, of just a few decades of secularist “culture” in Europe which has tended to support instead of restraining and mastering human dynamics as it should in order to promote the common good, which, rather than an abstract category, is very concrete and is part, or should be part, of the life of a community. Indeed if the aim is to serve a community, to promote the common good, the plan of ethics and morals must be taken into consideration, it cannot be ignored.

Abortion, divorce, for European politics, are simply social phenomena, registered and regulated as such. Instrumentally. Politics uses the facts of life for its own ends. The consequences? You only need to look at statistics. European women have stopped having children. Sex is used and consumed without love, because abortion is there to eliminate the 'problem'. Marriage is being dismissed.  The culture of life and the dignity of the human person is being ignored. 

With regard to marriage, politics does nothing to support or protect the family, it allows divorce laws to deal with and register a social phenomenon, instead of proposing or promoting campaigns to defend the institution of marriage and the birth rate, which is a central issue in the third millennium, contrary to all the mistruth about a population explosion which international organisations have rammed down our throats in the last twenty years. With regard to abortion, politics holds that a law to regulate it reduces the number of illegal abortions. Politics, chooses from its own point of view the lesser evil, legal abortion, without stopping for a moment to consider defending the good of life. If abortion is an evil in itself, if we want to defend the culture of life, this is what should be taught.

Politics “takes cover” by legitimating the wildest individualist options which it blandishes. This is the “easy” way out. Except that in this way there is no respect for the right to life, to a life of dignity. These goods are no longer safeguarded as goods for one and for all, instead they are increasingly balanced with third party, majority interests. What we are seeing is a sort of rule of utilitarianism. What is of use, is kept, what is of no use, even in the case of a human being, is discarded. An element of formidable intellectual and civil dangerousness is being introduced in the community conscience – which tends to be annihilated–distorting the meaning of the common good, now understood as the sum of individual goods. I, as an individual, can even be annihilated, as long as the interests of a large number of people remain or multiply. Think of prenatal diagnosis, now a means of birth selection, or of euthanasia. 

In associated life defined by rules and principles that politics with respect for morals, gives itself, every individual has the duty to protect the good of the life of every other person and this good constitutes the principle one. Compared with this principle good, all other goods take second place, even those which appear to be more socially useful.    

Government of the complexity of this human phenomenon is very difficult and entails, above all, taking the plan of ethics and morals into account. On 5 April 2008, speaking about abortion and divorce the Holy Father Benedict XVI remarked, "In the often purely ideological debate a sort of conspiracy of silence is created in their regard". These words should provoke reflection on the part of European politicians who have no consideration for the victims of their decisions with regard to what they see as a mere social phenomena: the unborn child aborted and thrown away, broken marriages and children who suffer. These are the effects of politics which cannot or will not deal with the facts of life according to the moral plan. A European politics which, precisely because not supported by morals and ethics, is unable to deal with the most dramatic difficulties experienced by European families, a falling birth rate, ageing population, no generation turnover.

To be fully understood, these European problems must be set in the context of what has happened in the world in recent decades and is still happening.

Falling birth-rate, ageing population, 

no generation turnover 
Recently the World Health Organisation issued life expectancy ratings with regard to its 193 member countries. Japan leads with 82.2, followed by Monte Carlo (81.8), San Marino (81.7), Switzerland (81.4), Australia (81,4), Iceland (81), Italy (80.9), Sweden (80.9), Canada (80.5), France (80,4), Andorra (80.3), Spain (80.3), Israel (80,2), Singapore (80.2), Norway (80), New Zealand (79,7), Austria (79.6), Greece (79.5), Germany (79.3), Cyprus (79.3), Ireland (79.2), Holland (79.2), Finland (79.1), Luxembourg (79.1), Malta (78.9), Great Britain (78.9), Belgium (78.6), South Korea (78.5), Portugal (78.2), Denmark (78), United States (77.9).

A few years ago in the Japanese rural village of Ogama the population had dwindled to only eight people. Today the village is completely empty, the last inhabitants have moved away and the company which has bought the site, plans to turn it into a refuse dump. Two years ago hoping to promote marriage and parenting the Japanese government considered allowing marriage agencies to advertise on television. According to the Japanese Health Ministry the average first-marriage age for women is 27.8 years; in 1988 the age was 25.8 . Japan's population reached a peak 128 million in 2005, but some estimates say that by 2050 it will have dropped to less than 100 million. A survey carried out in Japan by WHO and Nihon University revealed that in 2007 one out of four couples in Japan had not had sexual relations. 

Two years ago official figures in Germany showed an annual birth rate of between 680,000 and 690,000, a figure lower than the one registered for the last year of World War II. According to the German Federal Government Statistics Office, between 1996 and 2006 the number of families with at least one child under 18 dropped by 7% to 8.8 million. Another major change in the past ten years has been a 30% increase in the number of single or unmarried parents, reaching the figure of 2.3 million. Whereas the number of children per family is decreasing. Just over half of Germany's families have one child, only 36% has 2 and only 11% has three or more children. The average German family today has 1.61 children. Germany's population began to decrease in 2003, with a diminution of 5,000 persons, whereas in 2006 the drop was 130.000 persons.

In Ireland, the number of single parents increased by almost 40% in only four years. A 2006 population census showed a total of 112.900 one-parent families, compared with 81,600 in 2002. Today 12% of all Irish families are one-parent families. 

Romania has 4 million working age citizens and 6 million pensioners. 

China has one of the highest population ageing rates in the world. The annual growth of the number of citizens over 65 is almost 3%, while the overall population growth is less than 1%. Today about 20% of British women reach the end of the fertility age without having children, according to the British Office of National Statistics, compared with 10% in the 1940s. In 2004 the fertility rate in the United Kingdom was 1.77 children per woman, much lower than the 2.95 of the 1960s. 

Everywhere in Europe the generation turnover is threatened by the dramatic birth rate situation. At the end of 2006 Europe's population was about 500 million. The countries with the highest growth rate were Ireland (16.3%), Luxembourg (11.6%) and Spain (11%). The countries with the lowest growth rate were Germany (0.8%), Sweden (2.4%) and Finland (2.7%). 

Between 1994 and 2006 the population of Europe grew by 19 million persons. However 80% of the population growth in that period was due to the presence of 15 million immigrants, rather than natural growth which remained stable at (about 310,000 persons per year), much lower than in the United States where the population growth is twelve times that of Europe. Only France and Holland have a natural population growth higher than their immigration rate. From 2025, Europe will begin to depopulate while the United States of America will continue to grow at the present rate and in 2060 the United States and Europe will have the same population (about 454 million).

In the first half of 2005, the population of Russia decreased by 400,000 individuals. The number of children per woman fell from 2.19 in 1986-87, to 1.17 in 1999. Since then it has risen to 1.3. The situation is made worse by a drop in the number of marriages and a rise in divorces. Russian men can expect to live until just under 60. Consequently some say that the population of 146 million in 2000 could decrease to only 100 million by the middle of this century. 

Even countries where families are  traditionally large, register a sharp fall in the birth rate. A few decades ago Mexican women had an average of almost seven children, but today they have a little more than 2 children. By 2050 the average age of the Mexican population - at present 25 years - will rise to 42 years, according to the United Nations Population Office.

The average age of 36 in the United States is expected to rise to 41 by the middle of the century. In the US the birth rate among unmarried women increased in 2006 according to Report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The Report revealed 3% rise in teenage deliveries. On the whole children born to unmarried mothers amount to 38.5% of all the births registered in the United States in 2006, with an increase of 36.9% compared with the previous year.


The World Health Organisation has warned that some countries will "grow old before they become rich". A recent report issued by the United Nations Population Division of the Department for Economic and Social Questions gave an overall picture of population ageing. The study, "The Ageing World Population", stressed the fact that many countries register an unprecedented rate of population ageing. At the world level for the first time in history, by 2047 over-sixties will outnumber children. Already in 1998, in the more developed regions, children under 15 were less than elderly people. In 2000, the over-sixties were 600 million, three times the number in 1950. In 2006 the number of over sixties passed the 700 million mark. By 2050 they will have tripled their number and 2 billion of the world world's population will be old people. 

In more developed regions more than one fifth of the population is over sixty and by 2050 almost one third of the population in developed countries is expected to fit into this age group. In less developed regions, 8% of the population is elderly, but by 2050 the elderly are expected to represent one fifth of the population. The Population Division warned that the rate of population ageing is  higher in developing countries than in developed nations. What is more, in developing countries populations are ageing despite low levels of socio-economic development. Then there is the relation between working age citizens and pensioners. The number of persons aged 15 to 64 for every person over 65 already dropped from 12 to 9 in the period 1950 to 2007. By 2050 it is expected to have dropped to 4 active citizens to one elderly person, and this will have a serious effect on the resistance of fiscal and pension policies. Besides the economic impact, changes due to ageing will have a major impact on intergenerational questions of equity and solidarity, the UN report remarks.


Responsibility of international organisation bureaucracy 
Finally, when the harm to humanity had been done, even the bureaucracy of the United Nations had to see the reality of a situation which many in the world had wanted to happen. The mistruth spread by anti-birth and anti-human organisations raging across Europe and the rest of the world about a population explosion and that the planet would explode, had compromised the future of the planet. 

Over recent decades, with serious responsibility, the United Nations Organisation mobilised its entire bureaucracy to warn the world that a population explosion was imminent, development was at risk, at the present rate the world's resources would not be sufficient for its people. This was all nonsense. In 2002, after calling a meeting for population experts, the UN issued this statement: "the UN Population Division forecasts that the birth rate in developing countries will fall below the average of two children per family with vast implications ". 

The "vast implications" were that by 2050, 80% of the world population will have insufficient children for a generation turnover, this will produce rapid population decline. So the day after the meeting the front page of the New York Times announced with surprise that the experts were convinced that by 2100 there will be 600 million less persons than expected in India and so forth in the world. A Paper produced by UN experts, The Future of Fertility in Intermediate Fertility Countries, had been preceded by analogous forecasts. In an essay published by the review Nature, researchers Wolfgang Lutz (International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis, Laxenburg, Austria), Warren Sanderson (State University, New York) and Serghei Scherbov (University of Groningen, Holland), foresaw a peak of 9 billion inhabitants in 2070, destined with an 80% probability to drop to 8.4 billion by 2100. The figures predicted by French experts at the Institute Nationale de Etudes Démographiques were lower: "between 7.3 and 8.9 billion by 2050”. For the first time in 2002, a UN report forecasted a 'average' drop, rather than a controlled increase. 

These “average” forecasts were based on the idea that every country would strive for a balance, a birth rate of 2.1 children per woman. This is the pure "replacement" rate. 

In Europe this rate fell for almost 45 consecutive years: from 2.66 in the 1950s to the present 1.34; in Japan from 2.75 to 1.33. Russia, the “worst” today, has a 1.14 rate due besides to a falling birth rate, to rising mortality among old people and children. The United States are an exception, maintaining a rate of 2.00 through the 1990s. But these forecasts were overturned by a more rapid fall than expected in “intermediate” fertility countries where the rate was previously between 2.1 and 5.

During that meeting in 2002, the UN experts admitted that since 1970 the population forecasts had been systematically exaggerated. It is known to all that industrialised countries were already below the two children per couple figure of the 1960s and only immigration postponed the population crash in zones such as Western Europe. Except for certain sub-Saharan countries where the birth rate is high but the population is decimated by AIDS, the world is already under the two children per woman line or soon will be. The present average world birth rate is about 2.7 children per woman. The rate for zero population growth is 2.1 children per woman.

Why was this fraud which endangered the destiny of humanity allowed to happen? Why did a handful of unadvised stubborn men convince individual and collective consciences to think that having children was a threat to humanity and spend vast sums of money on anti-birth campaigns all over the world, with no respect for human life or human dignity?

It all started in the 1970s when the term “family planning” was replaced with the term  “reproduction rights”: human non reproduction became a compulsory paradigm. Anti-birth campaigns were invented, promoted and organised by the international organisations involved in population control: the IPPF International Planned Parenthood Federation, the Population Council, founded by finance expert John Rockfeller III and the chairman of the American Eugenics Society, Frederick Osborn, aim to reduce the birth rate in developing countries. For several years the same goal was adopted by UNICEF, chaired by Carol Bellamy. 

The Population Council, established in 1952 as a centre for population study and research and clearly from the outset anti-birth and pro-eugenics, today on the web site of the American Philosophical Society is described as “the respectable face of eugenic research in the post-war period”. The IPPF, established the same year 1952, has the job of putting into practice theories on birth control and family planning, born of a federation of eight national family planning associations, almost all of eugenist origin.

In 1968 at the UN International Conference of Human Rights held in Teheran, the Right to Family Planning was added to the list of Human Rights and in 1974, at a UN Conference on the World Population held in Bucharest, the term “parent”, used in the Declaration of Teheran which described family planning, was replaced with the word “person”, to underline the individuality of procreation. At that time the UN develop a theory of "gender individuality”, which in time, with its persuasive powers, ideologically contaminated decisions of state bodies with regard to the role of the sexes and sexual identity, subverting anthropologically the very notion of the human being. In 1975, the World Conference on Women, in Mexico City, opened what the UN defined the Decade of Women, which closed in 1985 with the 3rd World Conference on Women, in Nairobi, which introduced the concept of development seen explicitly from a woman's point of view.

Between 1992 and 1995 three UN international conferences marked a turning point: the final Statement of the Rio de Janeiro Conference on Environment and Development, or Earth Summit, in 1992, expressed the concept of sustainable development, through the promotion of appropriate population policies.

In 1994, in Cairo, the International Conference on Population and Development, defined the concepts of reproductive health and reproductive rights, which were reaffirmed and endorsed by the 4th World Conference on Women the following year in Beijing. Sustainable Development, and above all Reproductive Health and Reproductive Rights have been the password for recent population policies of the main UN agencies and also in many European Union resolutions. 

Between 1994 and 2001, the European Union spent no less than 665 million euro on programmes to reduce the birth rate and promote abortion, sterilisation, the use of contraceptives etc., in the world's poorest countries. During an EU parliamentary debate on the Annual Report on the Situation of Human Rights in the World, 2003 (De Kaiser), it was said “Since 1994 the Commission has become a major partner to meet the needs of reproductive rights in developing countries, in the framework of the goals identified by the UN Population and Development Conference held in Cairo ten years ago. In the period between that Conference and 2001 we assigned over 655 million euro for external assistance explicitly destined for family planning, reproductive health, safe maternity, HIV/AIDS and population management policies”. At the same time, since 2001, the US administration refused to support family planning programmes and refused to assign public funds to IPPF and to the United Nations Population Fund UNFPA (formerly known as Fund for Population Activities). 

EU policies in recent years …

To pursue the planetary goal to control the birth rate, Neo-Malthusian and eugenist movements began to mobilise. The former considered population growth a direct threat to Western prosperity, and privileged access to fundamental resources. The latter proposed a process of genetic population selection and improvement, on the grounds that poor, weak, sick or disabled persons should not be allowed to procreate. Of course the motivations adopted publicly are more cautious, but you only have to take a glance at a classic such as the famous The Population Bomb by Paul Ehrlich, to see that this thought is impregnated with deep-lying anti-humanism. 

There are enormous international pressures for the massive use of abortion as the most effective means of population control. This is clear from the position taken by Amnesty International in August  2007, after ample internal consultation, to consider a ban on abortion a violation of the rights of the person. 

The truth is that this new definition of human rights is promoting, euthanasia, genetic selection, compulsory birth control programmes, the weakening of male and female identity. Although in the world there are at least 160 million women who have been sterilised, because the right to reproductive health really stands for 'the right not to reproduce', the percentage of maternal mortality remains the same, because these international programmes are less about caring for pregnant women and more about guaranteeing them the 'right to abort' .

Everywhere, we see the advance of eugenics, which was practised already in the 20th century in many parts of the western world and to which the Nazis resorted with laws aimed at improving the Arian race and suppressing people of inferior races and “weak in mind”. 

Today, democratic eugenics of the third millennium want to decide that any unborn child with a disability should be killed and everywhere in the world the face of the Down child, the object of selection, is disappearing from the face of the earth.
The Catholic Church and population changes

On 25 February 1998 the Pontifical Council for the Family issued a Declaration on the Decrease of Fertility in the World which at paragraph 2 stated: “ Indeed, for 30 years, the conferences sponsored by this organisation have provoked and nurtured unfounded fears about demography, especially in the southern countries. On this alarmist basis, different agencies of the UN have invested and continue to invest huge financial resources in order to compel many countries to institute Malthusian policies. It has been proven that these programs, always imported from abroad, usually involve coercive measures of fertility control. In the same way, international aid for development is regularly granted on the condition of establishing programs of population control which include forced sterilisation, or sterilisation performed without proper informed consent. Local governments are also adopting such Malthusian policies, and non-governmental organisations--of which the most important is the well-known International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF). --are actively fostering these policies.” 

The Pontifical Council for the Family warned that “These disastrous policies stand in total contradiction to the actual demographic trends, as they are revealed in statistics and the analysis of available data. For 30 years, the rate of growth of the world's population has continued to decline at a regular and significant rate. At this point, following an impressive drop in their fertility, 51 countries in the world (out of 185) are no longer able to replace their population. To be precise, these 51 countries represent 44 percent of the population of the world. In other words, the total fertility rate (TFR) in these countries, that is to say, the number of children born of each woman, is lower than 2.1. This is the minimum level of fertility needed for the replacement of the population in a country which has optimum public health conditions.

 This situation is found to be the same on almost every continent. There is below-replacement-level fertility in America (the United States, Canada, Cuba, and most of the Caribbean islands), in Asia (Georgia, Thailand, China, Japan and South Korea), in Oceania (Australia) and in almost all the forty countries of Europe. On this continent, the effect of ageing on population leads to depopulation, with the number of deaths surpassing the number of births. This negative balance is occurring in 13 countries already, including Estonia, Latvia, Germany, Belo-Russia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Russia, Spain and Italy”.

The indicated causes of depopulation were the following: “ The marriage rate, in an environment which is unfavourable to matrimony, has significantly dropped, and thus fewer people are marrying. The mean age at which women first give birth has sharply increased, and continues to do so. Labour Codes do not facilitate the desire of women to integrate harmoniously their family life and professional activity. The lack of true family policies in these countries which, nevertheless, are directly affected by the demographic decrease, explains why families cannot actually have the number of children which they would like to have: it is estimated that the difference between the number of children that European women desire and the number they really have is around 0.6 child/woman".  The Pontifical Council for the Family continued “ Apart from these causes based on living conditions and on socio-cultural changes in industrially developed countries, other factors directly link demographic decrease to the human will, and therefore to human responsibility. These are the methods and policies of voluntary limitation of births. The spread of chemical contraception techniques and often the legalisation of abortion have been established, while, at the same time, policies in favour of welcoming new lives have been weakened.”.

The Declaration spoke of a  “reversal of the age pyramid. A small population of young adults must then secure the production of the country and support the large population of older, less active people who have a greater need of health care and medical services. Within the active population, some deep imbalances are occurring between the young and the somewhat older people, as the latter try to protect their jobs while younger generations find a reduced job market.”; and warned of the “ the effect of an ageing population on education. In order to provide for the economic burden of the elderly, there is a great temptation to cut down on the money allocated for the training of new generations. This weakening of the educational system brings in turn a considerable risk: that of losing what might be called the communal memory. The transmission of cultural, scientific, technical, artistic, moral and religious common goods becomes thereby endangered. It also needs to be pointed out that, contrary to what is often asserted, unemployment itself is aggravated by the demographic decline”. 


The Council also underlined the psychological impact of a rising average age: “ "moroseness", the lack of intellectual, economic, scientific and social dynamism and reduced creativity--which seem already at work in some "aged" countries--would merely express the structure of the demographic pyramid of these countries. Among the most obvious effects of demographic decline, we have to mention the violent imbalances, already foreseeable, between countries whose demographic age compositions are widely different. If, for example, we compare the age pyramid in countries such as France, Spain and Italy, on the one hand, with countries like Algeria, Morocco and Turkey on the other, we are impressed by the fact that they are precisely the reverse of one another. We can imagine the problems produced by such a contrast. Some of the difficulties that rich countries find today in effectively limiting clandestine immigration from poorer countries may be only the precursor of the problems which lie ahead."

The Declaration of the Pontifical Council for the Family ended with a call to “all people of goodwill, and especially Christian associations, to do their part in making the truth regarding current demographic trends widely known. It invites them to condemn with courage the Malthusian programs which remain totally unjustified and completely in violation of human rights.”.

Grandparents: their witness and presence in the family

The Pontifical Council for the Family, instituted by John Paul II with the Motu Proprio Familia a Deo Instituta in 1981, replaced the Committee for the Family created by Paul VI in 1973. The Council is responsible for the promotion of the pastoral ministry and apostolate to the family, through the application of the teachings and guidelines of the ecclesiastical Magisterium, to help Christian families fulfil their educational and apostolic mission.  It also promotes and coordinates pastoral efforts related to the issue of responsible procreation, and encourages, sustains and co-ordinates initiatives in defence of human life in all stages of its existence, from conception to natural death. Also in relation to the pastoral care of the family and the defence of life, the following themes fall within the Council's sphere of competence: theology and catechesis of the family; conjugal and family spirituality; the rights of the family and the child; formation of the laity for the pastoral care of the family; marriage preparation courses.  Other questions dealt with by the Council include: sex education, demographics, contraception and abortion; sterilisation, ethical and pastoral problems related to AIDS and other problems of bioethics; legislation regarding marriage, the family, family policies and the protection of human life.
On 8 November 1990 Pope John Paul II appointed president of the Pontifical Council for the Family, Colombian born Bishop Alfonso López Trujillo, later created Cardinal, who held the position for 18 years until his recent death on 19 April 2008. It has a Presidential Committee composed of 15 cardinals and 12 archbishops and bishops, plus 19 married couples from different parts of the world who are the members, 39 consultors, and a staff of 10 officials. Since 1994, the Year of the Family, the Council is responsible for organising World Meetings of Families: Rome 1994; Rio de Janeiro 1997; Rome 2000, in the framework of the Jubilee of Families; Manila 2003; Valencia, Spain 2006. The 6th World Meeting of Families will take place in Mexico City in January 2009.

At the beginning of April 2008 the Pontifical Council for the Family held its 18th Plenary Assembly in the Vatican on the theme 'Grandparents: their witness and presence in the family'. In his address to the participants whom he received in audience on April 5, Pope Benedict said among other things: “Today, the economic and social evolution has brought profound transformations to the life of families. The elderly, including many grandparents, find themselves in a sort of "parking area": some realise they are a burden to their family and prefer to live alone or in retirement homes with all the consequences that such decisions entail. Unfortunately, it seems that the "culture of death" is advancing on many fronts and is also threatening the season of old-age. With growing insistence, people are even proposing euthanasia as a solution for resolving certain difficult situations. Old age, with its problems that are also linked to the new family and social contexts because of modern development, should be evaluated carefully and always in the light of the truth about man, the family and the community. It is always necessary to react strongly to what dehumanises society. Parish and diocesan communities are forcefully challenged by these problems and are seeking today to meet the needs of the elderly. Ecclesial movements and associations exist which have embraced this important and urgent cause. It is necessary to join forces to defeat together all forms of marginalisation, for it is not only they - grandfathers, grandmothers, senior citizens - who are being injured by the individualistic mindset, but everyone. If grandparents, as is said often and on many sides, are a precious resource, it is necessary to put into practice coherent choices that allow them to be better valued. 

May grandparents return to being a living presence in the family, in the Church and in society. With regard to the family, may grandparents continue to be witnesses of unity, of values founded on fidelity and of a unique love that gives rise to faith and the joy of living. The so-called new models of the family and a spreading relativism have weakened these fundamental values of the family nucleus. The evils of our society - as you justly observed during your work - are in need of urgent remedies. In the face of the crisis of the family, might it not be possible to set out anew precisely from the presence and witness of these people - grandparents - whose values and projects are more resilient? Indeed, it is impossible to plan the future without referring to a past full of significant experiences and spiritual and moral reference points.”.
"Ageing populations and decreasing birth rates, a situation of which the ultimate roots can be seen as moral and spiritual; they are linked to a disturbing deficit of faith, hope and, indeed, love” (Benedict XVI, 27 April 2006)”
In a message dated 27 April 2006 addressed to the plenary Session of the Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences on the theme, Vanishing Youth? Solidarity with Children and Young People in an Age of Turbulence, Pope Benedict said: “Certain demographic indicators have clearly pointed to the urgent need for critical reflection in this area. While the statistics of population growth are indeed open to varying interpretations, there is general agreement that we are witnessing on a planetary level, and in the developed countries in particular, two significant and interconnected trends: on the one hand, an increase in life expectancy, and, on the other, a decrease in birth rates. As societies are growing older, many nations or groups of nations lack a sufficient number of young people to renew their population.”. 

The Holy Father said the situation is the result of multiple and complex causes – "often of an economic, social and cultural character – which you have proposed to study. But its ultimate roots can be seen as moral and spiritual; they are linked to a disturbing deficit of faith, hope and, indeed, love. To bring children into the world calls for self-centred eros to be fulfilled in a creative agape rooted in generosity and marked by trust and hope in the future. By its nature, love looks to the eternal (cf. Deus Caritas Est, 6). Perhaps the lack of such creative and forward-looking love is the reason why many couples today choose not to marry, why so many marriages fail, and why birth rates have significantly diminished.”. 

The Pope considered that “ It is children and young people who are often the first to experience the consequences of this eclipse of love and hope. Often, instead of feeling loved and cherished, they appear to be merely tolerated. In "an age of turbulence" they frequently lack adequate moral guidance from the adult world, to the serious detriment of their intellectual and spiritual development. Many children now grow up in a society which is forgetful of God and of the innate dignity of the human person made in God’s image. In a world shaped by the accelerating processes of globalisation, they are often exposed solely to materialistic visions of the universe, of life and human fulfilment.”. The Pope concluded: “ Parents, educators and community leaders, if they are to be faithful to their own calling, can never renounce their duty to set before children and young people the task of choosing a life project directed towards authentic happiness, one capable of distinguishing between truth and falsehood, good and evil, justice and injustice, the real world and the world of "virtual reality. In your own scientific approach to the various issues treated in the present Session, I would encourage you to give due consideration to these overarching issues and, in particular, the question of human freedom, with its vast implications for a sound vision of the person and the achievement of affective maturity within the broader community. Inner freedom is in fact the condition for authentic human growth. Where such freedom is lacking or endangered, young people experience frustration and become incapable of striving generously for the ideals which can give shape to their lives as individuals and as members of society. As a result, they can become disheartened or rebellious, and their immense human potential diverted from meeting the exciting challenges of life”.

Interview with Mgr. Livio Melina, Rector of the John Paul II Pontifical Institute for Studies in Marriage and the Family in Rome

The Pontifical Institute for Studies in Marriage and the Family was founded in 1981 by the Holy Father Pope John Paul II, to offer the whole Church a contribution of philosophical, theological and pastoral reflection with the help of various human sciences, on the truth of the person, marriage and the family. 

The Institute confers pontifical degrees of Doctor and Licentiate of Sacred Theology with emphasis in marriage and family studies, as well as other graduate-level diplomas in the field corresponding to the individual sessions. Due to the specialised nature of the Institute, it does not confer the more general degree of Bachelor of Sacred Theology, which is a typical prerequisite for the other pontifical degrees. Besides the Central Session, the Institute has locations in Mexico, Brazil, United States, Spain, Benin, India and Australia.

Mgr Livio Melina, rector of the John Paul Pontifical Institute for Studies in Marriage and the Family in Rome, kindly agreed to speak with Fides News Service about the crisis of the family in Europe.

Mgr Melina, every twenty five seconds in Europe there is an abortion. Abortion kills more than heart diseases, roads accidents and suicides; the natural population growth is a little more than 1.1%; in the past 15 years the number of divorces has risen by 50%, involving 21 million children. In your opinion what or who is responsible for this situation? 


These complex phenomena, while remaining dynamically independent, belong to one and the same socio-cultural background. With regard to abortion, sometimes we hear that mass contraception is the only means to stop abortion, whereas in actual fact when we compare the French situation with the situation in Italy, we see that this connection is not pertinent. In France, where contraception is widespread, abortions are on the increase. And in Italy, where contraception is less used, the number of non spontaneous abortions is falling.  This means that the deep-lying cause of both contraception and abortion is a lack of family culture and the idea that human sexuality is separate from love. 


There are more divorces when couples are incapable of making a firm and lasting commitment to one another and to their children, and of facing the difficulties and sacrifices which life with another person demands. 


In the document 'Proposals for a Strategy of the European Union to support Couples and Marriage' prepared by the secretariat of COMECE (Commission of the Bishops' Conferences of the European  Community) and presented in Brussels on 5 November 2007, we read: "This document does not intend to query present EU agreements with regard to the responsibilities of member countries in matters of family laws and family policies. On the contrary, it intends to promote discussion on what community institutions can do in their own area”. In your opinion what concrete action can community institutions take to support the family? 


In my opinion the family, founded on lasting marriage between a man and women, must be recognised as a basic element of the common good of every society and therefore safeguarded and supported with adequate policies in the areas of education, employment, housing, healthcare and the overall organisation of social life. 


Only the family, stabily devoted to promoting the education of the children and the good of all its members, helps guarantee society the indispensable “social capital ” it needs: namely that reserve of behaviour and shared attitudes and values on which our daily and most necessary social relations are based. 


EU community institutions should acknowledge this essential role of the family founded on lasting marriage between a man and a woman and which is part of our peoples and our traditions, and should therefore support it. 


In your opinion is a vast pro-birth campaign urgently needed in Europe? 


Certainly the situation of demographic winter in many European countries is a matter of the utmost concern for the wellbeing of those societies. However I do not think it can be solved with appeals alone, instead what is needed is a cultural rekindling of hope with regard to the future, which must naturally be accompanied by adequate social measures to encourage maternity and the family. Policies such as these launched in some European countries over the past ten years, have shown that it is possible to reverse a tendency and to overcome the consequences of the pessimistic attitude and self-closure in which certain European peoples often find themselves. 


It is a matter of finding the way out of a situation in which young people feel little inclined to commit themselves to starting a family, due also to precarious living conditions, lived also by young families who would be willing, indeed long, to welcome new life, but are left alone to face a  thousand and one obstacles on the path of their generous and spontaneous desire. 

How does population ageing affect the family? 


I am not a sociologist, but I would think that a general ageing of the population, besides economic aspects, such as difficulties to guarantee adequate pensions and assistance for people who are elderly and infirm, entails first of all a lack of hope and impetus for the future. 


In fact hope was the theme which Pope John Paul II developed in his post-synocal exhortation on the Church in Europe and to which Pope Benedict devoted his recent encyclical Spe salvi. 


The common good and Christian identity of Europe. What are your observations in this regard? 


The ability to look to the future with hope depends on how certain we are of our historical identity and memory. Founded hope can only be rooted in memory. In Europe there is often a tendency to deny one's Christian roots which, together with other cultural factors, is the DNA necessary for looking to the future with an attitude of confidence and openness to dialogue with all peoples. 


A people without an identity is easier for power to manipulate: unable to say who it is, where it is going, unable to find enough reasons for building a community life and, proud of its history, to dialogue with others. 


In a cultural context in which common identity is lost, the prevailing trend is towards individualism and immediate satisfaction of desires, reasons for community living cannot be found and gone is the very idea of a common good for which it is worth working and making sacrifices. This is why I believe that only the rediscovery of a long and loving memory of a Christian identity can help the peoples of Europe find once again reasons for social life and fresh impetus for the future.
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